[Metabolic acidosis--a diagnostic challenge].
Metabolic acidosis can be caused by a variety of pathological conditions, but intoxication with ethylene glycol or methanol should be suspected in cases of a combined increase of osmolal and anion gaps. The determination of the gaps is based on readily available laboratory tests, and the results is known soon after the blood sample is taken. This procedure is of particular interest for hospitals where specific analyses for methanol and ethylene glycol are not available, since calculation of the gap can give an early indication of what treatment to use. Therefore, the gaps should be calculated as a routine in patients with metabolic acidosis of unknown origin. The authors describe the principles for calculating and using the gaps, and report three cases which illustrate their usefulness in practice.